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Abstract. In current marketplaces, Corporate Social Responsibility is a new expectation to be fulfilled 
by all kind of organizations in order to build a positive reputation and send a signal to their 
stakeholders. In this respect, analysis of the consequences of perceived firms’ responsibility for 
consumer behavior has been a common topic in recent marketing literature, major evidences showing 
a positive link between involvement in social and environmental causes and consumer goodwill 
towards firms and brands. In the context of these results, this paper analyzes the consideration of 
responsibility criteria over the different stages of the consumer decision-making process in the agro 
food sector, and discusses its implications for marketing in organizations. Particularly, a self-report 
study was conducted with a representative sample of consumers in Spain. Descriptive and multivariate 
statistical analyses were performed to identify relevant dimensions of consumer decision-making 
based on responsibility criteria and their incidence in different age groups of consumers. In general, 
findings support a moderate impact of perceived business responsibility over the consumer decision-
making process, while some discrepancies can be observed between individuals within different age 
groups. In this sense, young consumers were found to display a lower consideration of responsibility 
criteria in their purchase decisions. Contribution of these results to previous literature and their 
implications for marketing in organizations are discussed.  
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Over the last decades, several authors have analyzed the construct of Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) and its implications for business management (Bowen, 1953; 
Carroll, 1999; Committee for Economic Development, 1971; Dahlsrud, 2006; Drucker, 1954; 
Garriga et al., 2004; Thomas et al., 2006). According to this new paradigm of economic 
functioning, enterprises are more and more convinced that improvement of social settings 
through their own activity has a great potential to contribute to the objectives pursued 
(Vázquez et al., 2011, 2012).  
In this sense, all kind of organizations around the world are nowadays concerned for 
maintaining their reputation and making it clear their involvement with social demands and 
changes, in order to send a signal to the various stakeholders with whom they interact. From 
this viewpoint, widely accepted among academics and experts, it is assumed that consumers’ 
demands and expectations have to be satisfied beyond the specific need which originated the 
relationship with the organization. As we can easily notice, CSR principles are strongly 
connected with companies, those entities providing goods and services. However, social 
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responsible practices, in order to survive and produce their long lasting effects, cannot exist 
without public needs or demands.  
In line with this premise, many authors have investigated the implications of 
responsibility for marketing in organizations, concluding that contribution to social and 
environmental causes may induce consumer goodwill towards the company, whereas 
irresponsible companies would be punished (Brown and Dacin, 1997; Handelman and 
Arnold, 1999; Jones, 1997; Lorge, 1999; Maignan, 2001). In this line, numerous studies 
demonstrate the link between CSR and positive responses by consumers, including identity 
attractiveness towards the company (Lii and Lee 2012; Marín and Ruíz, 2007; Marín et al., 
2009; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001), corporate attitudes (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Brown and 
Dacin, 1997; Singh et al., 2008), loyalty and commitment (Lacey and Kennett-Hensel,  2010; 
Matute-Vallejo et al., 2011) positive evaluation of products (Creyer and Ross, 1997; Folkes 
and Karnins, 1999), reactions to price (Creyer and Ross, 1997), and purchase intentions 
(Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Maignan, 2001; Murray and Vogel, 1997). 
Nevertheless, some other results point that the effects of corporate social reputation 
on consumer behavior remain inconclusive or, at least, more complex than expected. In this 
respect, some studies report explicit declarations by consumers that CSR is not a factor in 
their purchasing decisions (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001; Castaldo and Perrini, 2004). For 
instance, Brown and Dacin (1997) demonstrated that consumers’ opinions about a company’s 
ability to produce quality products had stronger effects on their evaluations than social 
responsibility associations. Likewise, tangible aspects such as price, innovation, guarantees 
and other information about the product are known to affect buying decisions directly 
(Castaldo et al., 2009; Fombrun, 1996; Maignan and Ferrell, 2001; Page and Fearn, 2005), 
whereas ethical and social concerns seem to be relatively unnoticed and of secondary 
importance for most consumers (Castaldo and Perrini, 2004; Singh et al., 2008).  
However, since most previous studies have focused on specific facets of consumer 
behavior, little is known on the influence of perceived responsibility over the different stages 
of the consumer decision-making process (Valor, 2010). To fill this gap in previous literature, 
this paper analyzes the role of perceived responsibility in the pre-purchse, purchase and post-
purchase behavior of consumers in the food sector. Briefly, our main research question can be 
expressed as: Is there any sustainable consumption awareness among food sector 
beneficiaries? This question is appropriate also because subscribing to values as “social 
justice” and “unity with nature” is something rather related to psychological motivations 
towards sustainable consumption (de Boera et al., 2006).  At the same time, we should not 
forget that “for consumers, convenience is by far the most important dynamic, and will 
continue to be so over the next years” (Toops, 2012). 
In line with the previous, there is an old relation between food and sustainability 
dating back to the 1980 (Rana et al., 2008). In this context, the food sector faces for many 
years several challenges in terms of CSR (Hartmann, 2011). Primarily, the food sector is 
directly influenced by environmental, human and physical resources. Moreover, the food 
sector is diverse and complex and this reality provides different perspectives of approaching 
CSR which further implies conflicting perspectives in this respect. Therefore, considering 
these challenges, sustainable consumer behaviour has to be supported by several principles as 
customer loyalty, product consideration, purchase intention and finally the famous WTP- 
willingness to pay (Hartmann, 2011).  
According to that view of the variables to be considered to explain responsible 
consumption behavior in the food sector, we consider in this work the consumer decision-
making process model by Engel, Kollat and Blackwell, which represents a general road map 
of consumers’ minds when purchase decisions are made (Blackwell et al., 2006). A simplified 
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version of the model is shown in Fig. 1. According to the model, consumers typically go 
through seven major stages when making decisions: need recognition, search for information, 
pre-purchase evaluation, purchase, comsumption, post-consumption evaluation, and 
divestment. The model also shows how different internal and external forces interact to affect 
how consumers think, evaluate, and act. 
Particularly, the model states that the starting point of any purchase decision is a 
customer need. Need recognition occurs when an individual senses a difference between the 
ideal and the actual states of affairs. Once need recognition occurs, consumers begin 
searching for information and solutions to satisfy their unmet needs. Search refers to a 
receptivity of information that solves problems or needs, rather than a search for specific 
products. According to the authors, search may be internal (i.e., retrieving knowledge from 
memory according to previous experiences) or external (i.e., collecting information from 
peers, family and the marketplace). At the same time, search may be passive or active. 
Sometimes, consumers search passively by simply becoming more receptive to information 
around them, whereas at other times, they may engage in active search behavior, by 
researching consumer publications and on the Internet, paying attention to ads, visiting 
shopping malls, etc.  
The next stage of the consumer decision making process is evaluating alternative 
options identified during the search process, in order to develop preferences and select from 
various products or services. To do that, consumers employ different evaluative criteria, 
defined as the standards and specifications used to compare different products and brands. 
After assessing the information available, consumers make decisions on whether or 
not to purchase the product or service. If the purchase is made and the consumer takes 
possession of the product, its consumption and use will determine the experiences of 



















Fig. 1. The consumer decision-making process (Blackwell et al., 2006) 
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Similar sequences of stages within the consumer decision making process have been 
suggested by other authors to explain the influence of business responsibility on consumer 
behavior (e.g., Öberseder et al., 2011). For instance, Valor (2010) considers four stages to 
explain responsible buying decisions, namely antecedents of responsible purchase, 
information acquisition, evaluation of alternatives, and purchase behavior.  
Debating on the influence of CSR over the consumer decision-making process in the 
food sector is more relevant and appropriate in a context when domestic food chains are 
challenged by tightening price competition which furthermore determines food enterprises to 
permanently detect sustainable sources or competitive advantage (Forsman-Hugg et al., 
2007). In this context, many experts have analyzed the main obstacles that a sustainable 
consumer food choice is likely to face. For instance, Grunert (2011) identify six barriers 
related to awareness, perceptions or credibility. One of those obstacles may consist in the idea 
that exposure does not lead to perception, which means that customers may notice the 
existence of a certain CSR brand but without purchasing it. Moreover, perception leads to 
peripheral processing if we take into account that usually customers, although noticing a new 
brand, do not make the necessary effort to understand it. However, if we presume that 
customers succeed to see the label they might not understand its meaning or message due to a 
wrong reasoning. Furthermore, we should not forget that eco-information is traded off against 
other criteria. Thus, potential consumers might be afraid that the price is higher and maybe 
the taste is not so good. Regarding the fifth possible obstacle that a potential consumer might 
face in his behavior this is the lack of awareness or credibility: customers use to hesitate while 
choosing sustainable products because they find difficult to carry them out in practice. That’s 
because consumers can say that they seek for “green food” but without necessarily buying it 
(Ward, 2012). Ultimately, any kind of association between products and motivations can be 
perceived as a way of enduring personal values (de Boera et al., 2006). Finally, the last 
possible obstacle or barrier, according to this classification, consists in the lack of motivation 
at time of choice. This barrier is characterized by the attitude of consumers to “forget” their 
positive attitudes related to sustainability while making food choices (Grunert, 2011).   
Aside those above mentioned CSR barriers usually faced by the food sector, there are 
four “gold rules” that can be considered stoppages for sustainable consumption (Dzene and 
Yorulmaz, 2011). First of those assertions supports the idea that the lack of an unsatisfied 
sustainable need excludes from the start the possibility to purchase new products created on 
CSR principles. The second statement pleads for the idea that a negative attitude towards 
sustainability won’t lead to a sustainable consumer behavior. Continuing the list of thoughts 
that can represent CSR barriers, the third one states that the lack of clear information about 
sustainable food products might have a negative impact on the decision making process. 
Finally, according to the last statement, there is a straight relation between the availability of 
sustainable products and consumer’s ability to purchase because the first one determines 
doubtlessly the second one.   
In line with this review of previous literature, this paper presents some results from a 
study aimed to analyze the influence of firms’ CSR practices on five different stages of the 
consumer decision-making process in the food sector, just as the role of age in such decisional 
patterns. From this view, we assume that identification of segments of population with 
different concepts of social responsibilities could help managers of food companies to 






MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
We conducted a survey study with a total sample of 1752 consumers from the 
Spanish region of León, ensuring a size for a representative 95% (being e = ± 5%; p = q = 
0.50). Respondents were randomly selected from general population according to real 
distributions by gender and age. Based on these criteria, the total sample comprised 931 
females (53.1%) and 821 males (46.9%), aged 18 to 75 years old (M = 43.54). By age group, 
31.5% were aged 18 to 35 years old, 29.3% were 36 to 50, and 39.2% were 51 to 75 years old. 
All respondents answered voluntarily to a questionnaire composed of five scales for 
measurement of the five stages of the consumer decision-making process considered in the 
study.  
Particularly, need recognition was assessed with two items asking consumers about 
their awareness of business responsibility as a consumer expectation (e.g., “I feel the wish to 
buy products from responsible business within the food sector”). Five items were used to ask 
participants about their search behavior for information concerning responsibility in food 
firms (e.g., “I pay attention to the responsibility advertising campaigns of firms within the 
food sector”). Five sentences were devoted to measure the relative weight given by consumers 
to responsibility criteria when evaluating the information recovered and making purchase 
decisions (e.g., “I consider responsibility as a key factor when choosing between food 
products and brands”). Four items assessed participants purchase behavior in consideration of 
such responsibility criteria (e.g., “I usually buy products from responsible firms and brands 
within the food sector”). Finally, we used four items to assess consumer satisfaction in 
previous transactions with responsible food firms (e.g., “I would recommend the responsible 
food products and brands I have consumed”).  
Participants reported their agreement with each item on a five-point Likert scale from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 
Tab. 1 presents the means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients among the 
study variables. In general terms, the five facets of consumer behavior analyzed were strongly 
and positively correlated, this showing congruence between the various purchase habits of 
respondents according to responsibility criteria.  
 
Tab. 1 















1. Need recognition (0.73)     
2. Search for information 0.66* (0.87)    
3. Evaluation of information 0.60* 0.70* (0.73)   
4. Purchase behavior 0.69* 0.75* 0.71* (0.86)  
5. Satisfaction 0.57* 0.68* 0.56* 0.74* (0.94) 
M 2.88 2.53 2.64 2.71 3.08 
SD 1.01 0.89 0.79 0.93 1.03 































Search for information 4.26 0.005 
Evaluation of information  10.22* 0.012 
Purchase behavior   9.84* 0.011 
Satisfaction 1.18 0.001 
Note: * p < 0.01 (Bonferroni adjusted level); ** p < 0.001. 
 
Anyway, average scores in the consumer decision-making scales were moderated, 
with values under 3 in most cases. Particularly, respondents reported a moderated influence of 
responsibility criteria when searching (M = 2.53) or assessing information (M = 2.64) about 
food products. However, the average score in the scale of satisfaction was slightly higher (M 
= 3.08), thus showing some discrepancies between the pre-purchase and post-purchase 
behavior components of the consumer decision-making process. 
 
Tab. 3 















Evaluation of information 18 – 35 36 – 50 -0.20  0.048 0.000 
 51 – 75 -0.17 0.045 0.001 
Purchase behavior 18 – 35 36 – 50 -0.24 0.057 0.000 
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Fig. 2. Age differences in responsible consumption within the food sector 
 
Based on these descriptive preliminary results, we performed a one-way between-
groups multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to investigate the effect of age (we 
differentiated three age groups: 18-35, 36-50, and 50-75 years old) as independent variable on 
the five stages of the consumer decision-making process considered  as dependent variables.  
Results of MANOVA showed a statistically significant difference between people in 
different age groups on the combined dependent variables: F (10, 3470) = 5.42, p < 0.001; 
Wilks’ Lambda = 0.969; η2= 0.015 (Tab. 2). 
350
When results for the dependent variables were considered separately, only two 
variables reached statistical significance using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of 0.01. 
These were evaluation of information (F (2, 1739) = 10.22; η2 = 0.012) and purchase behavior 
(F (2, 1739) = 9.84; η2 = 0.011). 
HSD Tukey pos hoc tests were performed to analyze differences between age groups 
more in deep (Tab.3 and Fig. 1). In terms of evaluation of information, participants aged 18 to 
35 years old reported lower influence of responsibility criteria in their purchase decisions (M 
= 2.52) than their 36-50 (M = 2.72) and 51-75 (M = 2.69) years old pairs. Likewise, young 
participants aged 18 to 35 (M = 2.58) years reported less responsible purchase decisions than 




Nowadays, CSR practices are becoming a powerful tool for enterprises, in order to 
maintain their reputation, send a signal to the various stakeholders with whom they interact 
and, at the end, generate added value for society. From this view, identification of consumers’ 
expectations of social responsibilities to be fulfilled by enterprises could be used as guidance 
for decision-making about quality management. In this context, the principal aim of this work 
was to analyze the influence of firms’ CSR practices on five different stages of the consumer 
decision-making process in the food sector.  
Results reflected a moderated influence of responsibility criteria over the consumer 
decision-making process in the food sector. Particularly, the facets of consumer behavior 
more influenced by perceived CSR were related to need recognition, purchase behavior and 
post-purchase satisfaction, while search and evaluation of information seemed to be more 
dependent upon other circumstances. In line with previous literature (e.g., Brown and Dacin, 
1997; Carrigan and Attalla, 2001; Castaldo et al., 2009; Page and Fearn, 2005), this finding 
points the conclusion that the effect of CSR on consumer behavior is largely dependent on 
other tangible factors such as price, quality or convenience, whereas ethical and social 
concerns seem to be relatively unnoticed. 
On the other hand, it was assumed in this paper that identification of segments of 
consumers with different decision-making patterns could help managers in the food sector to 
improve adaptation of CSR decisions to the specific demands of target markets. Based on this 
research goal, we analyzed the influence of age in consumer’s purchase habits based on CSR 
criteria. While most differences didn’t reach statistical significance, we found some evidence 
in this respect, concluding that the effect of CSR on evaluation of information and purchase 
behavior is greater for older groups of consumers. This finding stresses the importance of 
incorporating segmentation criteria in managers’ decision-making about CSR. From this 
view, future studies could be oriented to identify other kind of variables useful to identify 
groups of people with different expectations of firms’ social responsibilities. 
Finally, it is worth mentioning that, since this study has analyzed the role of 
responsibility considerations over the consumer decision-making process in a sample of 
Spanish people (thus assuming a concept of CSR in the food sector largely dependent on 
European policy on the matter), new research is needed to extend the purposes of this work to 
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